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Justin the After
Kyle Jarrard
The old red bus shipped over the blank land late in the
afternoon. Dust swirled through the windows, into faces
and throats. They'd been gone a long time, some said.
Others insisted it'd been forever. No one took the short
view.
Now and then, Oneiros slowed, steered with one hand
and fought the map with the other. He'd neither turned
left nor right for ages but simply kept to the vague pair of
wheel tracks stretching endlessly across the valley floor.
"Ir's like I've been saying,• said Mrs. Los Angeles, in the
back. "Oneiros can't read a map. Look at him. First he
holds it up. Then turns it one way. Then the other. Upside
down. Backwards. The idiot has no idea what he's doing.•
As if he'd heard her, Oneiros crumpled the huge red
and black map and chucked it. Then he sped up. The grind
of the motor rose to a scream.
"And then he heads off again no questions asked!" Mrs.
Los Angeles said. "We'll never be in Bodie in time. Dr.
Park?"
"Yes?"
"Why don't you drive? You've been to Africa, after all.
You know your way around. Surely you could get us across
this desert!"
Dr. Park pulled off his baseball cap, wadded it. "I don't
think so. I mean, first, there is the question of knowing
how ... the mechanics of ... It's been so long, I'm afraid
that-·
"My, my," Mrs. Los Angeles said. "Are there no men
left?"
A couple of the men shook their heads no. So did Dr.
Park.
Mr.s Los Angeles huffed, shifced her rooster to her
other arm. She held the bird on its back like a baby. It didn't .
seem to mind, though, and made little sounds.
"I suppose," she said, "you think I complain for the sake
of complaining. Maybe so. But listen. The older, or should
I say more advanced, I get, the less I want to hold back.
How can we expect to hook back on to the tails of our lives
without first securing a good, solid guide to lead us thither?
I told you. You can't just pick a bum up off the streets and
get him to usher back 30 people without incident.•
"But the price was right," Dr. Park said. "And a lot of
us, if I may say, arc on the thinnest of budgets. Surely you
understand some corners had to be cut. Madame.•
Mrs. Los Angeles shrugged. "So?"
•A professional would have landed us all there in no
time. But with empty pockets. You know how inflation
has been raging. You've read the papers. We'd be in the
streets."
Mr. Los Angeles grubbed her purse for a cigarette.

"Give me a light, doc."
He obliged her. The first cloud of smoke, heavy and
thick, had a sour odor, like garbage.
They watched Mrs. Los Angeles smoke.
"Maybe you're right," she said. "Preter-la-Terre was,
after all, supportable, si vous ooulez, Maybe we're being silly
to go haunting around like this. Maybe we're being
greedy."
·
The others nodded no, disagreeing.
·wcall voted. So did you,• said Dr. Park. It was unani-"
Mrs. Los Angeles cut him off. "Nature calls. Get the
idiot to stop."
Dr. Park hesitated, as if gauging the distance to the front
of the bus, then called, "Mr. Oneirosl The passengers
request a short break, if you please."
His reverie broken, the Greek screwed his face into a
black knot, spit out the window, and slowly brought the
vehicle to a halt in the middle of the byway. With a flick
of a handle, the door slapped open with a screech.
"Two minutes! I no got all day. Two minutes."
The weary passengers climbed down. Bucked and
tripped by a swirling wind, they scattered across the open
sands in search of proper places.
Dr. Park proffered a hand. "May I help you down, Mrs.
Los Angeles?"
"No, no thanks, doc. Don't really need to go now after
all..
She lowered her voice. "Tell you the truth, I quit going
a long time ago. I did it mostly for the others, you know,
and for some peace and quiet while the horrible engine is
off.•
"We won't be long," be said.
The rooster plucked the smoldering cigarette butt from
between Mrs. Los Angcles's fingers, flapped to the floor
and strutted off down the aisle.
"I'll just rest here with old Pierre," she said. "Don't
mind us."

Mrs. Los Angeles looked ahead to a second go-round.
Free rent, that's what the ad said. Clean, white cottages
with central heating. Free utilities. Free transportation at
all hours in and out of the little town. Security guards to
keep out the curious, the salesman, the taxman. What more
could one ask for?
How long had it been since she'd actually had a place
to live? How long had it been since she baked a cake in her
own kitchen? How long had it been since she'd been
shopping, bought things, brought them home? When was
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the last time she'd done Christmas with all the trimmings?
There remained the matter of making the right impression on the owner of the dream cottages. Again and again
she had had to remind the group that back there, back there
in the mainstream, they'd better stay sharp and neat. One's
looks was all.
Onward, Mrs. Los Angeles commanded herself. She
took her makeup case off the overhead rack, set it on her
lap and flung it open. Time to get with the new program.
Or the old one, depending on how you thought about it.
But she preferred not to think too hard, really. Only the
basics mattered now.
First, she dabbed a bright orange cream on her sunken
checks, smearing it deep into the pores. It gave her face a
pleasing glow, like that of a paper lantern. next, she
squeezed her eyelashes with a shiny, hooked instrument
that made them point up straight. Then she ran a steel brush
through a black wig and pinned it on. She put on mustardcolored lipstick.
There was nothing worse, she was convinced, than to
see or be near those who just let themselves go there in the
ahcr. How many times bad she bad to get up and move?
How many times had she had to bold her tongue when
there was nothing more in this world she wanted to shout
than, ·why don't you take a bath!"
For a moment she held up an old bottle of eau-de-toilette, then tossed it out the window. There were limits to
everything. With that, she shut the case and set it down.
Where, she wondered, had her rooster got to?
•Pierre?•
He wasn't under her seat, nor under the others. She
checked sacks and satchels, then went up front and called
out the door, "Anybody seen Pierre?"
She still had a powerful, arresting voice, but no one
heard. The others, bunched together a ways off and pointing at something, swayed in the heat like weeds in a sea.
Was this another one of those silly vision things? Would
they be sidetracked again, for hours?
Mrs. Los Angeles cursed and climbed down. She took
a few aimless steps in the sand, then squatted and looked
under the bus.
"Pierre?"
Thick red oil dripped from the engine onto the exhaust
pipe and smoked. Three of the four back tires were nearly
flat. The muffler had several fist-sized holes.
"Here, boy. Here, boy."
She struggled up the ladder to the top of the bus and
searched among the boxes, crates, trunks, furniture, ruffling all the rain cloths. The scorching wind tugged at her
wig, billowed her skirt.
"Damn bird, where are you? Pierre!"
He'd never gone far before. He'd always answered her,
come right away. No, Pierre had to be in trouble.
She scanned the horizon. No bird in sight.
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But now she could sec what the others were looking at:
a white bus on its side down in what looked like an old
bomb crater. people in bright clothes were milling around.
There'd been an accident.
"Thar's all we need," said Mrs. Los Angeles. "Damn."
~

~

~

Friendly Gloria Sidcnstickcr, the former Olympic
swimmer lately emigrated to Preter-la-Terre ahcr setting a
world record in the 200-mctcr butterfly only to drown
from exhaustion, immediately started babbling right into
Mrs. Los Angclcs's face.
Mrs. Los Angeles bated the girl's habit of bursting into
speech and assuming that everybody was ready, able and
eager to bear, but held back. There was no time to waste
on another tedious descent into the realms of etiquette and
genetics.
·what's she saying, Park?•
The doctor was focusing his field glass on the crippled
bus.
Sidcnstickcr repeated her spiel. Dr. Park nodded.
"She says she was worried you were baking in the bus,
that we've found this bus and have so far learned that they
started down into the crater to have a closer look simply
for amusement when the vehicle suddenly dropped onto
its side. The Lord, however, saw to it that no one was hurt.•
The German said more. The doctor obliged.
"She says they've invited us down for dinner and a
sing-a-long and maybe even some table dancing.•
·what do you think, doc?"
·1 sec no harm, actually. And if I might add, I believe
the stars will be quite splendid this evening. Perhaps we'll
sec the Thorne Road Comet!"
Sidensticker, forever misunderstanding, shook her head
vigorously, rubbed her belly, then her breasts, before
launching a kiss into the air.
"Poor thing," said Mrs. Los Angeles, genuinely touched
by the girl's worrisome state. "Well, I don't see why we
can't take these people up on their offer. But let's keep it
short. We have a rendezvous to keep. Or has everybody
forgotten."
Sidensticker bounded away. Mrs. Los Angeles and Dr.
Park, watched her go, plunge into the crowd. There was a
lot of laughter, and one woman was up on a rock plucking
a guitar and singing a country song.
"Say something," Mrs. Los Angeles finally said.
"You've fixed up, madame."
"Oh, a little bit. I was sure we were near Bodie. But now
it seems it doesn't matter, does it? I mean, isn't it always
true, haven't we always been haunted by the fact, I mean,
that the closer you get to something the less you want to
get there? Quellecontradictio"n!I mean, to tell you the truth,
doc, I couldn't give a hoot if we h.er get there."
Dr. Park cast a worried look atQP-_nd. "So Monsieur
Pierre's gone again, is he?"
-·--

•Yes."
•we'll find him. Don't despair. It does your heart no
good, you know."
"What's a heart when you've lost Pierrot? He came
from France, you know. The best."
"We'll find him. I assure you."
He paused, then added, "Didn't I tell you about the
research results I came across just the other day?•
"No, but you will."
"Well, experiments carried out in Central America
apparently prove that animals that are regularly transported on buses, such as chickens and pigs and such, tend
to develop a sort of rider's mentality, if you will. That is
to say that once the means of transport is removed from
them, they have a tendency not to want to put one foot,
or whatever, in front of the other, and will content themselves by simply flopping down and refusing to budge until
the bus does. If true, Pierre's surely near!"
"You think so?"
"Only reporting the facts, Ma'am."
"Thanks, doc," she said. "You do have a way with
words. But Pierrot's still missing."
"That's the good news. There is the bad."
"Hit me."
"Oneiros has no idea where we are. We could be
anywhere, he says. According to his map, we seem to have
driven off the proverbial edge of the world."
"It doesn't matter."
"Don't be that way. We'll figure it out, I assure you."
"At least we're off the streets of Preter for a few days
like this. I mean, it is fun to be in the bus, even if we're not
really getting anywhere."
"Here, here, Mrs. Los Angeles. Don't be that way. We'll
find our way. You have my word."
Mrs. Los Angeles looked him up and down. "Oh, that."
Dr. Park ignored her gloom and had another look
down in the crater. "How nice everyone looks in their
Sunday best. At least people show up in a semblance of
civilized attire. The day we start getting people in rags out
here .. ."
Mrs. Los Angeles sighed. "I don't know if I can go
through with a party. You know how it is: They're just as
chatty as parakeets. I can't take that anymore. I think I'll
just sit here and wait it out."
"Why, Mrs. Los Angeles! And miss the comet?"
He put out his arm for her to take.
Mrs. Los Angeles sneered, gave in, hooked on.
"I bet they thought it was just a little hop and skip to
Preter-la-Terre," she said. "No one tells them about all the
kooky time zones out here."
"No," said Dr. Park, "no one does."
" Do you think we'll ever get to Bodie, doc?"
"Sure we will," he said, patting her hand. "Sure we will."
"Hey, doc?"

"Yes,"
"Don't pat my hand."
A hook of moon, baited with a red cloud, hung in the
northeast.
Below, some of the men were righting the bus.
~

~

~

A lanky man in blue overalls broke away from the fire
and went up to them. "Howdy! American?"
"Mrs. Los Angeles," she announced.
The man opened a lighter and spun the wheel, making
a long green flame which he put to a corncob pipe.
"Yeah?"
"Indeed she is," said Dr. Park. "And who might you be,
sir?"
""Me? Just Jacky Rance. You?"
"Cornelius Park. Professor emeritus at Queen's College. Explorer."
"Explorer, ch," said Rance. "Got a lot to explore out
here, don't cha." He laughed, pointing around.
Dr. Park and Mrs. Los Angeles looked at each other.
Could it be, they seemed to be wondering, that they'd
actually forgotten just how bad things really were back
there? Were they making a huge mistake?
"Africa, sir. I opened huge tracts of Africa."
"Yeah? Well, that's dandy. Me and Sharlene? We went
to Kenya once. Looked at them giraffes and stuff? It was
great. Could've done without some of them locals, though.
I mean, it's not that I don't like-"
"Yes," interrupted Mrs. Los Angeles. "No one was
hurt?"
"Hurt?"
"In the bus. n
Rance turned. "Oh, that. Nab. We got the Lord on our
side, lady."
Mrs. Los Angeles waved her hand in front of her mouth
as if the man had bad breath.
"Yes, I'm sure you do," she said. "So it seems you've
invited us to join you for a meal?"
"Hell, yes, lady. Ain't you hungry?"
She thought a moment, then replied," Apparently. But
then one can never be sure out here."
Dr. Park said loudly, as if speaking to a classroom, "I
like to think of appetite out here as being a son of cosmic
background radiation left over from the hunger you had
back in the old days. It's just a glow of a hunger now, but
it's still there."
"Y'all's way too smart for me," said Rance. "I'm just
talkin' about a little barbecue. That turn you on, or not?"
"Why not," said Mrs. Los Angeles, with a gasp. "We've
come this far. Whatever that means."
Dr. Park laughed and Mrs. Los Angeles grinned. The
American squinted at them and sucked his pipe.
"Definitely weird," he said.
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The newcomers' bus was a splendid modern model,
equipped with a sauna, jacuzzi, satellite dish, SOO<hannel
TV, fax, mobile telephones, laptops, real-time stock indexes and currency quotes from around the globe, anda
well-stocked drugstore.
Painted the full length of the side was: Bodie Dude
Ranch.
"You see that, doc? Bodie. They're from Bodie."
"you been there or something, lady?" asked Rance.
"No, never. But that's where we're beaded."
"Our rendezvous is there," said Dr. Park. "We're going
back."
"What for? Ain't a soul in Bodie. Been a ghost town for
at least 80, 90 years. Ever since the uranium ran out."
"Ghost town?" asked Mrs. Los Angeles.
"That's right."
"That's not what the ad said. Dr. Park?"
"I don't understand, either," the doctor told her.
"You don't understand what," said Rance.
Dr. Park showed him the ad from the Preter newspaper.
"Oh, my," said Rance.
"What?" the doctor said.
"Looks like you've been taken for a ride, folks. There's
nothing in Bodie but a bunch of rotten buildings, cold
wind, dust and tumbleweeds."
"Rotten buildings," said Mrs. Los Angeles, dazed. "Cold
wind."
"Cold as the Klondikes. Us, we're headed for San
Diego. warm down there. Goin' to catch a few rays, check
out the action. Buy a few, sell a few. Know what I mean?"
"San Diego," said the doctor.
"Don't tell me you don't know San Diego."
"But aren't you going to Preter?"
"Where?"
"Preter-la-Terre."
"That in America?"
Dr. Park tried to think.
Rance said, "Oh, I get it. Y'all's from Mexico. That
right?"
"We certainly are not," said Mrs. Los Angeles. "Just
who are you people?"
"We run a summer camp up by Bodie. Now we're going
down to winter on the coast. Y'all FBI? We ain't drug
people. Not us. We've got the Lord-"
"You're not dead?"
"Dead? Us, dead? Now hold on a minute here. You
people from one of them cults or something? Is that it? Is
that your game?"
"Not at all," said Dr. Park. "It's just that - "
"How do I know you're telling the truth?"
Mrs. Los Angeles gave Rance a shove. "What have you
done to Bodie? What happened?"
"Lady, I don't know what you're talking about. And
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I'll tell you what."
"What."·
"You push me again and I'll knock your lights out, lady.
Don't care who you are."
Dr. Park backed away.
Mrs. Los Angeles gave him another shove anyway.
Then she sat down on a boulder and emptied the sand from
her high-heels.
Rance stared at her awhile, then said, "Perhaps you are
the devil. Perhaps you're all the devil. Here to tempt us.
Make us sin. Jesus was tempted in the desert, you know.
Thirty days, thirty nights."
"Forty," Mrs. Los Angeles said.
"That's what I said, forty! Just what do you people
want?"
"Where's Bodie?" Dr. Park said.
"Just over there." He pointed.
"How far?"
"Depends."
"On what?"
"It just depends. You go that way, though. Now come
and eat with us. No hard feelings. No tricks, either."
Rance went off to rejoin the good-sized group around
the fire.
·
"I've had enough of this," Mrs. Los Angeles said.
"Likely they don't realize the full extent of their predicament yet," said Dr. Park. "If I recall, it was quite the
same with us when we first arrived. An inability to face
reality, the fact on the ground. I can't help thinking how
sad."
"Phooey on it all. That's their problem. Let's take
advantage of their grub. Who knows when we'll ever eat
again."
Arm-in-arm, they went and introduced themselves
around. To their surprise, many people had heard of both
of them, knew of their exploits and achievements, could
trace their careers. Why, it was Mrs. Los Angeles who'd
been the first woman to bare her breasts at a White House
dinner! And Dr. Park, he had not only opened darkest
Africa but postulated the existence of a half-world of the
neither here nor there, forever invisible but traversed by
all on the way to the hereafter. More, he'd even written
from there after his death to say it really existed! Why it
wasn't a year ago that his first postcard arrived!
Everyone was very friendly and relaxed, and there was
plenty of cold beer. In no time, Mrs. Los Angeles and Dr.
Park felt like they were back in the old flow, back at the
heartbeat with the real people. It felt like family, like all
their families, like the ones they'd left behind so long ago.
Bodie, the bum ad, the whole dream cottage business, faded
to the background, ceased to matter.
Sidensticker seemed to have the most fun, prancing
around waving a barbecued drumstick and spewing German poetry no one could understand. A few of the younger
men kept pawing her, but it didn't look like she minded,

and Dr. Park and Mrs. Los Angeles joined in the laughter
and clapping.
Passing out paper plates loaded with food, Rance was
saying, "I still can't figure out how that sucker got all the
way out here. Damn thing jumped right in front of the bus,
like it'd been waiting on us. Like it'd been sitting right there
in the sand just waiting for us to come by. Like it'd wanted
to kill itself or something, if that's possible. Had to scrape
it off the radiator we hit it so hard."
"Had to scrape what?" said Mrs. Los Angeles.
·why the rooster, ma'am."
She took a look at the sauce-covered wing on her plate,
and fainted.

When she came to, Dr. Park was holding a plastic sack
full of ice on her forehead. It had leaked, ruining her
makeup.
·where am I?" she asked.

"Home, dear. Home."
She sat up and looked out of the cardboard box at the
black snow slush in the street and the cars and trucks flying
back and forth, at the legs in nice pants and nice hosiery,
at the boots, all the wonderful, warm, dry boots marching
past.
"We must've really tied one on," she said. "Was I bad?"
Dr. Park patted her hand, scooted over some to give her
more room. "We sure did. And, no, you weren't."
A wind caught the box and shook it. They pulled their
wraps tight as the rush hour swelled.
"What's the name of this city, anyway?" Mrs. Los
Angeles asked.
Dr. Park didn't answer. He never answeredthat one
anymore. It just didn't matter.
A dirty pigeon waddled by.
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